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THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF PROGRESSIVE 

THINKERS. 



For our present purpose we may divide the world of thinkers 
into two classes : the progressive and the non-progressive. The 
latter class may include all those who either cannot or dare not 
pass beyond certain narrow and well-defined limits. If the limi- 
tations arise from want of strength to grasp a subject in its 
larger bearings, and to follow out lines of reasoning to their 
logical conclusions, or if the mental vision be dark and prej- 
udiced from want of a sufficiently broad culture, such persons 
deserve sympathy rather than censure, and may be dropped out 
of the discussions that involve close and serious thought. 

But there is another and a very large class of thinkers of 
whom it cannot be said that they are wanting either in ability or 
training, and yet, like a picket upon guard, they come and go 
along the same path : there is a boundary line beyond which they 
dare not pass. The territory beyond is held by an enemy, or 
belongs to some other tribe, and the most that is permitted them 
is to stand on the border and look over, or perhaps in the night- 
time, or under safe cover, make a hasty reconnaissance and then 
retreat within the range of their own guns. 

Now, were these limitations the boundary, lines of thought 
and fact, the position of such thinkers would call for no criticism, 
for all thought, as thought, is necessarily conditioned within the 
laws of thought, and hedged about by the world of fact. And hence 
there is not, and in the nature of things there never can be, any 
such thing as free thought. To these natural and necessary 
limitations all rational minds cheerfully submit. Not to do this 
is to cease to think, and to abandon one's self to a lawless way 
that is worse than idle — it is positively hurtful. It is to drift and 
not to make headway. But whilst free thought is something in 
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itself unthinkable, there is such a thing as freedom to think. 
The true thinker is and must be free within the laws of thinking 
and the world of things. His ships may sail every sea and his 
forces march across every continent. He acknowledges no right 
of preemption or pre-oecupation by which any school or sect or 
party can lift up a flag and say, " This territory is ours, and you 
dare not come and dwell within our lines." Truth is too bound- 
less and divine to admit of any monopoly : like the air and the 
light of the sun it should be free to all. But very unfortunately 
for our world, truth is a territory that has been long in dispute, 
and in hostile hands ; its fields have been fought over by many 
contending armies, and each one has conquered or captured some 
portion of the wide domain and thrown up fortifications, and 
with trained gunners guards the way against the approach of all 
invaders. And somehow this right of occupation has been gener- 
ally conceded so far as to make one liable to the suspicion of 
deserting his own standard if he attempts to pass beyond the line 
covered by his own flag. 

Were it possible to draw the lines so as to define accurately the 
boundary between good and evil, the false and the true, and to 
station the armies accordingly, then the warfare might be a just 
one ; but the sad thing is that too often, and generally, it is a divis- 
ion, not of those who should be enemies, but of those whose com- 
mon interests should make them friends, and in this way it hap- 
pens that we have parties in politics and science and philosophy 
and religion. And becoming partisans, men almost necessarily 
become something less and something more than seekers and 
defenders of the true ; for it will hardly be claimed by any party 
that it holds all truth and carries along nothing that is false. 

Looking at the field in this light we find thinkers generally 
committed to the defense of some system, and in so far as that 
is the case they have lost their liberty. They may think, but they 
must think in one way, and along one line, and with the depress- 
ing feeling all the time hanging over them, that, after all their 
thinking, the party, or the creed, has settled the matter in ad- 
vance as to what they must at last believe. 

One by birth or education, or by both, finds himself in some one 
of the sects ; or he may in his earlier years have sought its mem- 
bership. All this occurs in the learning or acquisition period, 
and long before it has been possible for the mind to reach that 
breadth of view that can come only as the result of culture and 
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reflection. He chose for himself, or others chose for him, and 
he is now committed to a certain faith ; he is planted as it were 
in a soil, grows up in the midst of certain surroundings and 
associations, and in these finds his home and his life; it is 
only fair to assume that this planting, whether by himself or 
his sponsors, was entirely sincere, and meant for the best. 

He may have been raised as a Protestant or a Romanist, 
or among the differentiating sects, as a Calvinist or an Arminian, 
and to believe in total depravity and endless punishment, and for 
a time supposed that his sect held all truth, and that all beyond 
was largely false; but with reflection and a wider reading he 
comes first to question and then to doubt some of the things he 
once accepted, and looking into other fields of thought he dis- 
covers forms of truth where he once supposed all was error; 
and to some of these truths he is attracted, and, yielding to their 
influence, is won over into a larger life, and for the time, for- 
getting the lines that were long ago drawn about him so closely, 
he rejoices in the wealth of this larger world. 

In touching this larger land he has come upon shores that are 
beset with trials and temptations. He is as yet true ; that is, he 
has at heart the love of truth and right ; and in this richer ex- 
perience he would gladly rest and work. He has tasted the love 
of truth as truth and the love of man as man ; but in this larger 
life and love he soon begins to feel the hard restraints of his sect, 
and in the fullness of his heart he transcends his narrow limita- 
tions and finds himself speaking in the language and feeling the 
thrill and breathing the air of the universal love and the broad 
brotherhood of the race. But now comes a new experience — a 
sad one; he hears the whispers of suspicion, and feels for 
the first time the cold sense of desertion, of being shunned 
by his old-time friends as one who is somehow not true, and the 
faith that had lifted him up like the great tides of the sea 
is denounced as false and dangerous. 

What shall he do 1 He feels that he is not a deserter from 
truth and right; that he loves God and man — loves as never 
before; and longs to see all mankind lifted up and borne 
out into this great ocean of life. But the keen heresy hunters 
are on his track ; their bloody yelp draws nearer, and the battle- 
cry of party is raised. "Were it the battle of truth he would 
rejoice, for this he loves, and would see it vindicated at any cost 
to himself. But the issue is not truth, but what the party 
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or sect says is truth — something that was long ago settled, 
not by God or his word, but by the opinion of man ; and being 
settled and accepted it became the basis of an organization, and 
he finds that the question is not truth. But what does the 
creed say? Much of this creed he believes, and to all that 
he deems essential, or to the truth in substance, he can fully 
assent. But the form, the cold letter, and not the warm life, 
is pressed down upon him, and the ultimatum presented is, 
" Say this or consent to a painful silence, or go hence — consent 
to be banished from early associations and those you love, 
and begin anew in the wide world; if you think there is 
truth over in those other fields, go where it is, but don't attempt 
to bring that kind of truth and think it can be permitted to 
grow in our soil." 

Here the temptation may arise to compromise — to play 
double, to say one thing and believe another, or to conceal the 
new meaning under the old phraseology. Or the temptation may 
assume a more subtle form, and by a half unconscious tamper- 
ing with the deeper sense of honesty and right he may 
persuade himself that, as society is, one cannot afford to be 
entirely honest; that a measure of mental jugglery is justi- 
fiable, and after all may be for the best; and he may help 
the case along by placing such thoughts as these on the side of 
the pleadings of rest and ease, and position and family, and 
party applause, and thus the scale may be turned against 
manhood and honor. Alas, how many thus fall; how many 
consent to become special pleaders and apologists for some- 
thing less or more than truth, and to remain all their lives 
in bondage, who otherwise might be free and fill the high place 
of noble advocates. 

Only the other day the writer was told, on what he deems good 
authority, that a certain able college professor and author and 
minister of a certain conference said, that he did not believe that 
there were a dozen thoughtful preachers in that conference who 
any longer held to the doctrine of endless punishment ; and when 
asked how they manage to preach it and not believe it, he said, 
" Oh, they content themselves by using the old phraseology." 
Let a young man in trouble, on this or some other kindred 
question, go confidentially to some of the older men and ask 
advice, and he will be singularly fortunate if, instead of meet- 
ing a strong, honest belief, he does not hear some such remarks 
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as these : " Oh, yes, I have doubts ; indeed, I no longer believe 
as I once did; but then it's no use to trouble myself or 
others, and so I say nothing about it, especially in public ; and 
I am not alone, I know many others who think and feel the same 
way." On this same question of a broader hope for the future 
of our race, one of the ablest and most learned orthodox 
divines of our country said to me not long since: "Nearly 
all the great orthodox divines of Germany hold to that faith ; 
and I believe it, brother — the Scriptures teach it; but I am 
getting old and I don't want any trouble, and I would rather 
you would not quote my name in public." It is sad, indeed, that 
the deepest and ripest convictions of able and devout men 
should be thus repressed and kept from the world in its doubts 
and struggle by a system of theological surveillance that is 
only less cruel than the old inquisition. 

Nor does the evil stop with the pulpit ; it permeates nearly 
all the denominational literature of the day. Authors and editors 
write from a lower stand-point than that of simple truth; 
and hence a large part of our books and papers are not free 
from the vice of special pleading, and one expects to find them 
devoted to the defense of the peculiar tenets of their particular 
sect ; and it is only too common to find church editors carrying 
two heads : one is their official head, and with that they think 
and write for the church ; the other is their own, and with 
that they do their own private thinking. 

To avoid injustice, some qualifications or explanations of 
this apparent double-dealing should be made, and these may 
serve as a partial extenuation of what would otherwise be 
nothing less than downright hypocrisy. 

It may be said of many preachers that they are simply 
learners and repeaters ; they do not essay the task of independ- 
ent thinkers, much less of original investigators, but content 
themselves with trying to master the common text-books of 
theology, which they accept as final, and hence may honestly 
believe what they say. And let it be confessed, also, that some, 
possibly not a few, able men really believe in the old ideas of a 
literally endless punishment and total depravity, and of a strictly 
penal atonement. When this is the case we should certainly 
respect the courage and the fidelity that persist in preaching 
doctrines so at war with the broader thoughts and feelings of the 
age. And then, of those who have come to hold these doctrines 
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in a more modified and less repulsive form, many may honestly 
think that the time has not come for such teachings ; that the 
result would be to unsettle many minds, and to cast distrust over 
other doctrines that they really do believe, and that it may be 
best to let the church grow, or quietly slip away from the old 
views until, like neglected statutes, they will remain as a dead 
letter ; that after a while the new truths will gain acceptance by a 
general consent, and that this will be better than to preach them 
at a time when such preaching would excite controversy and 
opposition. And still another fact that may be pleaded in ex- 
tenuation of their course is, that all these men have long since 
come to draw a broad line between their professional and 
denominational theology and religion ; and it is the theology and 
not the religion that they doubt. A wide and intimate acquaint- 
ance of more than a quarter of a century with the clergy of all 
denominations leaves not a doubt in my mind that almost with- 
out exception they honestly and devoutly believe in religion; 
not in morality alone, but in piety and the spiritual doctrines 
that relate to the soul and to experience. It is true that in their 
systems and their preaching their special theology and religion 
have gone along hand in hand, and the one has seemed to be 
essential to the other ; and it is true, also, that they have not 
been careful to disabuse the public mind of this impression, but 
have, by a studied silence, if not by implication or positive state- 
ment, sought to strengthen rather than weaken this impression. 
But whilst these cautious and hesitating preachers may quiet 
their consciences with the thought that they believe in religion, 
and in a theology, but not in the theology that they are required 
to uphold, have they sufficiently considered the fact that it is 
just this theology, or its special form and emphasis, that is 
standing in the way of thousands of sincere minds who would 
gladly be religious and enter the church and enjoy its means of 
grace, but are held back by these mental difficulties that to them 
are insuperable? Should not the way of faith be made easier 
and not harder? Is it just or noble for these isoteric thinkers 
to place burdens upon others that they themselves are no longer 
willing to bear? Whilst the church should be careful of the 
weak ones within its own fold, does it not owe a duty to those 
without? If all or one-half of the progressive thinkers in the 
Orthodox churches of the land would come to the front and 
openly say what they honestly believe, the battle would be ended 
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in a very short time ,• and the result would be seen in a more 
rational and not less scriptural theology ; the pulpit, ceasing to 
be so poorly apologetic, would become open and honest and 
manly and strong ; the burdens would be largely lifted from 
faith, and thousands of souls taken from the confusion and tur- 
moil of trying to believe, and feeling that somehow they ought 
to believe, what, at the same time, in their deeper natures they 
feel is not true. 

The truly progressive thinker can have but one end in view, 
and that is truth. He cannot serve two masters. Eising above 
all prejudice and time-serving and policy and cunning and decep- 
tions, he must be true at any cost ; and if he really have truth 
and the love of truth in " the inner parts," he will hardly pause 
to ask what the cost may be. This was preeminently the spirit 
of Jesus Christ. With a dignity that was divine and a calmness 
that was serene, he moved along in an age of bigotry and nar- 
rowness and hypocrisy, rebuking the false, criticising the old, cast- 
ing aside traditions, and passing beneath the bitter and the cold 
forms in which truth had been well-nigh buried, he revealed its 
spirit, and hence his words were instinct with life and power. 
" He spake as one having authority ;" the authority of truth ; for 
truth will always compel a hearing ; if not just at the time, or in 
the near future, yet after a while, for " the eternal years " are hers. 
And he is saying to those who would be his followers to-day, " Can 
ye be baptised with the baptism wherewith I am baptized V 

The responsibilities resting upon the progressive thinkers of 
to-day are not easily measured. We are living in a period of 
general unsettling : a kind of transition from the old to the new. 
The amazing progress of the physical sciences has opened the 
way to larger conceptions of the material universe and of the 
wide-extended reign of law. In the presence of stars so distant 
that the light reaching us now started on its long way before 
history began, our age is asked to formulate the thought of God. 
In the presence of universal law we are asked to define the 
supernatural. Before the full realizations of awakened thought 
the mighty questions of the future are being re-opened. Science 
and archaeology are challenging the chronology of the Bible ; and 
the doctrine of evolution is asking us to adopt new theories of 
the creation. 

Now, in the midst of all this, what should the thinkers — 
thinkers who are not bound by assumed or imposed obligations 
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to defend any mere system, do ? Simply this : be true ; true to 
facts and to the laws of thought ; and with a confidence in truth 
that can know no doubt, follow where truth leads ; and if the 
way be dark and uncertain for a time, wait for the morning. In 
the baptism of truth that is yet to fall upon the minds of men 
they will cease to debate for the sake of debate, or to defend 
theories simply because they once supposed them true ; they will 
lose the desire to tear down what others have builded unless it 
be found false ; they will be as willing to follow the old as the 
new, or the new as the old. In the larger love of truth the 
thinkers will consent to take great questions out of the heat and 
passion of pride of debate, and to view them in the light of 
reason and as matters of common interest. The time should has- 
ten when men will delight in agreements rather than disagree- 
ments. The love of truth is yet to be an enthusiasm — an " inner 
God," that will dominate all other feelings. 

The great debates of our world are narrowing down to a few 
central and vital issues. Not many care any longer to argue 
about the meaning of baptizo, or the personality of Job. The 
weighty questions that press upon thinkers now are those that 
relate to God and the future life, and to righteousness. 

Fortunately for the rising generation, the unsettling of our 
time is not so much over religion as theology. Men never be- 
lieved more in religion than now, and never so little in theology; 
that is, in theology as commonly taught; and yet beneath all 
the misgivings and doubts as to the forms of theology there is an 
abiding faith in the substance of those doctrines in which the 
roots of religion must ever find their life. Mankind believe pos- 
sibly more than ever before in an established order, an order or a 
power that " makes for righteousness"; and believing in the possi- 
bility and the fact of the right and the good and the true, though 
they may call it nature, or law, they are in substance believing in 
God. If not above nature or outside of nature and law, to them, 
God is in nature ; and perceiving the soul's world of truth and love 
and right to be eternal, they will be slow to confess themselves 
as less than immortal. Much of the old theology may change in 
form and the substance remain. Many of the old theories may 
be dropped entirely, and religion remain and be the stronger be- 
cause less encumbered. And some of the old theories must give 
place to the new, not because they are old, but for the deeper 
reason that, whilst urged as essential parts of faith, they are in 
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their very nature destructive of faith. Thus, it is useless to any- 
longer ask most thoughtful men to believe in a God who is the 
best, and at the same time ask them to believe in a theory of his 
government that makes evil stronger than good, and punishes 
forever the souls he has brought into being. When we ask men 
to believe in God, we should show them the works worthy of a 
God. Evil may indeed, and does appear in the process, or in the 
evolution of morals toward the perfect j but that is a very differ- 
ent thing from evil appearing as permanent and ineradicable in 
the last result. It is more, and not less faith in God that is 
forcing open the long-closed doors to this brighter hope of the 
final triumph of the good. And so, also, mankind are asking for 
a new meaning in the atonement. They can no longer believe in 
the old doctrine that Christ died to reconcile God ; for they natu- 
rally ask if God needed such reconciliation, why, if Christ were 
divine, did he not need to be reconciled? Is Christ less just than 
God ? If God be the best, could Christ be better, or love the 
world more than God ? And the moral judgment of the age is 
rising up against the injustice that could be propitiated by pun- 
ishing the innocent instead of the guilty ; and it shrinks equally 
from the sham of imputing the sins of one to another, and then 
making a show or pretense of punishing. But whilst the old 
forms of these doctrines must pass away, the substance will re- 
main. Mankind will never cease to believe in law, and that all 
sin must receive its proper punishment ; and they will believe 
that all love is vicarious, that it is in the nature of love to suffer, 
and if need be, to die to save ; that God is love, and that " such 
a God in love could not be less than such a Christ in suffering." 
And it is for the thinkers who know this love and are willing to 
bear its cross to lift the hard and heavy burdens of the old faith 
that the new age and the rising generation be not hindered. 

H. W. Thomas. 



